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Introduction (The panellists) 
 
We should not ask ourselves “What is a lie?” but rather “What does a lying do, and, 
first of all, what does it want?” (Derrida 2002: 34) 
 
The Panel ‘Duplicity / Complicity: Performing and Misperforming Lies’ at PSi#15 in Croatia in 
July 2009 examined the half-truths, hidden assumptions and power relations embedded in 
every act of performance through an analysis of the way in which bodies, communities and 
buildings perform and misperform lies. Panelists Jelena Rajak, Bree Hadley, Rebecca 
Caines and Andrew Filmer presented a multi-layered analysis of performances that lie, 
intersecting and colliding, and at times outright lying, with each other and with commentary 
from Alan Read. 
 
Here, we take up the challenge set by the Prelude Panel at PSi#15, and subject the 
intersecting ideas about impression management, belief, disbelief, and the productivity of the 
lie that emerged during the panel to ‘friendly fire’. We each respond creatively to a paper 
presented by another, producing a reflexive, multi-authored interrogation of the duplicity 
inherent in the performances, in our academic analyses of the performances, and in our 
ways of reflecting, responding and listening to each other as well as to the work.  
 
Chair’s Introduction (Alan Read) 
 
I was asked by someone I did not know if I would be kind enough to replace someone I know 
very well as chair of a conference panel on the ‘dirty work’ of the lie. I cannot pretend that 
replacing Professor Mike Pearson did not appeal to me. Sharing quite distinctive aural 
capacitors and prominent foreheads, as we do, I thought it wholly feasible that any audience 
that found their way to such a duplicitous occasion might take me for the author of one of the 
best books on performance I have read. So ‘In Comes I’ rather than ‘In Comes Him’. To 
‘understudy’ has always struck me as an attractive proposition. The understudy might be 
thought of as the seriously unreliable one. 
Plato feared the consequences of attempting two jobs at once and banished the poets from 
the Republic to minimize the threat of doubling. The understudy multiples this threat by being 
adequate to their original task, responsible to their ‘own’ identity, and yet called upon to 
‘cover’ for a third party. The possibility of a certain visual confusion was neatly born out by a 
number of delegates who referred to me as ‘Mike’ in the session and continued to do so as 
the conference wended its dishonest way through the weekend. 
 
I introduce the first speaker as accurately as I can 
 
Truth or Dare? (Bree Hadley) 
 
According to Richard Schechner, ‘people are performing their multiple selves all day, every 
day’ (2002:177). These self-performances are part of people’s impression management 
strategies, and, as Erving Goffman argues in The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, these 
strategies frequently include lies which hide facts that don’t accord with the ideal image of the 
self (1973:40--41, 58--66, 141, 209). After all, if a lie is told with enough confidence, enough 
conviction, who would dare to disbelieve? 
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If lying is an impression management strategy, who would want to tell a lie that makes them 
look cheap, coarse or trashy? Well, according to Jelena Rajak, American dancer Ann Live 
Young would. Reflecting on her own reception of Young’s Snow White, Rajak claimed that 
Young’s work is characterized by a discomfortingly amateur ‘reality’ aesthetic. In Snow 
White, Young and fellow female dancers in the roles of the Stepmother and the Prince 
performed in a small, white and unflatteringly well-lit box set that left them completely 
exposed. The aesthetic of Young’s retelling of Snow White captured the characteristics of a 
teenager’s hairbrush-in-hand mimicry of MTV divas. To hear Rajak describe it, the dancers 
showed spectators something approximating the private-made-public spectacle of Reality 
TV, teenage self-construction in a celebrity obsessed culture taken too far as the dancers 
self-indulgently gyrated, jumped and aerobicized their way through melodramatic gestures. 
 
What are spectators to make of such a spectacle? For Rajak, the dancers’ overcommitment 
to their amateur aesthetic created interpretative anxiety. On the one hand, Young’s 
performance was characterized by the sort of overplaying that, for Schechner (2002: 92), 
signals to all participants that this is for ‘play’ not for ‘real’. On the other hand, Young’s 
commitment to overplaying things was so strong it left spectators in what Rajak calls a 
‘liminal’ state. The gestures, props and costumes in Young’s Snow White were in the register 
of the make-believe, but was the ‘badness’ of Young’s make-believe performance in itself 
make-believe? Was this the work of a world-renowned choreographer, or a would-be Reality 
TV contestant so taken in by her own act (Goffman 1973: 17--18) that she could no longer 
see its flaws? Was the breakdown in Young’s control over the impression she was creating 
part of the performance, or was it for real?  
 
In this liminal state, Rajak saw Young’s Snow White shift from what Jean Baudrillard calls 
‘feigning’ to what he calls ‘simulation’ (1983: 5). The lines between the make-believe and the 
real did not just blur, the make-believe became the real. Young’s Snow White became ‘both 
a symptom and a critique’ of the social phenomenon of impression management it set out to 
parody. 
 
Whilst Young’s Snow White used the lie’s ability to recreate reality (Arendt 1993: 250), Rajak 
argues that such work is at risk of ‘misreading’ if spectators are uncertain of Young’s 
motivations in recreating a reality that makes her look so bad, or of the role they are being 
asked to play in Young’s manipulations. Recalling the work, Rajak describes how the 
dancers’ eyes met her own, daring her to disbelieve their lies, daring her to disbelieve that 
this deliberately inadept self-performance could be something more than it seems. Rajak, 
clearly, is a woman who will take a dare – and, here, has dared to suggest that Young’s 
Snow White shows up the ‘dirty work’ (Goffman 1973: 44) behind her own self-performances, 
and, more critically, the modern social self-performances she cites.  
 
Chair 
 
Impression management strategy. I noticed on the day I wrote this on a bus a poster for The 
Invention of Lying, in which twentieth century comic performer Ricky Gervais seems to be 
jumping through the air in a world that apparently can only, until him, tell the truth. This is 
curious because I had taken it that it was Odon von Horvath who had invented the term, ‘The 
Invention of Lying’, in his 1937 play of Austrian duplicity, Judgment Day. I am sure I heard 
that line from the stage, but might have been mistaken. I am not thinking any of this while I 
am apparently listening to this paper on impression management strategy, and if I was I 
would ensure I had managed myself sufficiently not to give away my true whereabouts. 
 
I introduce the next speaker as accurately as I can.  
 
Author’s manuscript of paper published as Bree Hadley, Jelena Rajak, Andrew Filmer and Rebecca Caines with Alan Read (2010) 
“The ‘Dirty Work’ of the Lie”, Performance Research 15.2, MisPerformance, June 2010.  3 
Deconstructive Misperformance (Jelena Rajak) 
 
Bree Hadley talked about Bill Shannon’s invisible street performances investigating how 
passers-by ‘help’ people with disabilities, and Aaron Williamson’s and Katherine Araniello’s 
street performance Assisted Passage where artists asked passers-by to sign a petition in 
support of euthanasia. She analyzed these (mis)performances of the social drama of 
disability consisting of a ‘lie’ that they, as people with disabilities, need this sort of help. 
Having recently run across a seemingly disabled beggar with a mechanical leg in the Paris 
metro, I dared to think: ‘How can one nowadays believe anyone who overtly puts his 
prosthetic difference forward?’ Firstly because the era of simulation we live in makes us 
constantly doubt appearances, and second because, as Hadley points out, people with 
disabilities are often encouraged to conceal their impairments by passing as ‘normal’ 
whenever possible.  
 
These performance artists recreate their ‘everyday’ selves, or, rather, recreate a more-or-
less believable fiction based on what their ‘everyday’ experience is presumed to be. In 
recreating the ‘real’ as a performance in a public space, these artists challenge spectators to 
play their socially prescribed parts: compassionate, concerned, helpful. They manipulate the 
performative experience by anticipating the spectator’s gaze, according to stereotyped social 
scripts, which create a limited, predetermined space for people to interact. Hadley makes it 
clear that the artists do this in order to make the ‘dirty work’ (Goffman 1973: 44) of the lie 
visible, suggesting that they wish to point out the very existence and narrowness of these 
social scripts. However, some spectators still seem to react ‘spontaneously’ to the disabled 
bodies, as if the nature of their interaction hadn’t been constructed, as if we were dealing 
here with a ‘real’, ‘non-mediated’ reaction to the false, recreated ‘social reality’ the artists 
present and comment on. 
 
Hadley asks whether these interactions set up the reflexivity required to create a response-
ability for the Other – an ability to see, think or talk about the difference of the Other outside 
ableist social scripts – or whether this reflexivity happens in a ‘deferred’ performance where a 
second set of spectators see documentation of interaction. I believe it is the iteration of the 
performance that establishes the deconstructionist différance, ‘this distance, divergence, 
delay, this deferral’ (Derrida 1988: 7), making the spectators open up to the genuine 
Otherness of the disabled body and leave behind binaries such as ‘normality’/‘deformity’, 
‘productiveness’/‘unproductiveness’. Self-citation as the actual ‘productive’ moment of the 
performance overthrows the instituted power relation.  
 
I think that the reflexivity is not only deferred, but also direct. The level of sensation and 
subjective experience of the spectator, as well as the performer, cannot be neglected. A 
performer’s main means of communication is their body that awakens a spectator’s bodily 
perception based on ‘a secret fictional mechanics of sensation’ (Bernard 2001: 100). That 
makes spectators feel the performing Other before perceiving them as a conceptual entity: a 
spectator’s ‘psychosomatic’ response also comes from there. As for the self-consciously 
exposed performers, they manage to move the focus of the art work from the traditional 
objectified representation of the disabled body to the ‘body in situation’, in relation. 
 
The power of the lie embedded in these performances has several faces and levels of 
efficiency: the performers ‘lie’ both because they uphold a ‘lying’ social contract, and 
because they leave spectators ignorant of the performance situation. Unlike the 
contemporary social performance of a beggar that archaically reproduces the medieval 
imagery that passers-by won’t question out of fear, superstition or guilt, these performers 
with disabilities don’t consider or present their reality as essential, but rather try to change it, 
by (mis)performing the lie.  
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Chair 
 
I would be lying if I did not admit to a certain frisson of unease here. I would not have to side 
with David Brent in the TV show The Office, or any of his progeny world wide who have 
franchised out that banal landscape but all found their own version of the ‘disabilities’ horror 
show that Brent perpetuates upon a wheelchair bound employee, to own up to an unease as 
to the inequalities perpetuated in the name of identity politics in general, and disabilities 
‘awareness’ in particular. I am struck again by the oeuvre of an artist being discussed here, 
Aaron Williamson, who has unflinchingly addressed us and himself to the things that matter, 
and yet, remains at a certain edge of public awareness differently. I would like it to be 
otherwise. 
 
I introduce the next speaker as accurately as I can.   
 
Never Let the Truth Get in the Way of a Good Story (Andrew Filmer) 
 
I have never been hugged by Peter Sellars. But Rebecca Caines has, even if she is inclined 
to exaggerate the number she has actually received. In Zagreb Caines began her discussion 
of Sellars’ troubled tenure as artistic director of the 2002 Adelaide Festival by informing the 
room that he had hugged her seventeen times – an extraordinary number! – especially when 
coupled with the fact that even after the sixteenth occasion they met he still couldn’t 
remember her name. But she was inclined to excuse him for his forgetfulness as ‘he hugs 
everyone he meets, and he meets an awful lot of people; it must get terribly confusing’. Only 
at the end did she tell us that her initial figure was a lie and that she really only hugged him 
seven times. While she excused her little exaggeration with an adage her father ‘always’ told 
her (‘never let the truth get in the way of a good story’) it’s left me pondering the veracity of 
her account. For instance, can she really have kept count of all her hugs with Sellars? 
 
What does an act of lying do; what does it want? Using Hannah Arendt to answer Derrida we 
might say that a lying is an attempt to make things different from what they are, reflecting a 
desire to change the world. (1993: 250) While Arendt underlines the dangers of modern 
political lying which attempts to rewrite things that ‘are known to practically everybody’ (252), 
she nonetheless emphasizes the link between lying and creativity, listing the ability to lie as 
‘among the few obvious, demonstrable data that confirm human freedom’ (250).   
 
Caines’ innocuous fabrication and its subsequent unveiling framed her assessment of 
Sellars’ use of rhetoric, promises and illusion to ‘sell’ a vision of an Adelaide Festival that 
was, perhaps, always unobtainable. It also served to bracket off her presentation as itself a 
speculative narrative, an exploration of a situation that resists ultimate explication because 
the intentions and motivations of Sellars and others involved in the Festival can never be 
excavated. 
 
Her subsequent revealing of her lie at the end of her presentation transformed it into what 
Clifford McLucas (n.d.) has termed a ‘decoy’, a confessed lie that operates to stimulate 
creative re-imagining of a situation. Such an overt fake is an attenuated lie, operating without 
deception as a ‘counterfactual’ (Shanks 2004). What if Sellars had indeed hugged Caines 
seventeen times and yet still never remembered her name? Entertaining that fabrication as 
true, as an actual repeated series of physical embraces that took place without one party 
ever being able to name the other, creates the first of a series of disjunctions that Caines’ 
analysis relied on. Viewed in this light Sellars’ mis-performance of his role as festival director 
could be attributed to his failure to reconcile his ethically divergent tactics – his use of 
provocation and manipulation as well as enthusiasm and openness – and to adequately 
reconcile the size of the promises he made with the actuality of the programme that was 
eventually delivered. 
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Caines’ use of a revealed-lie-as-decoy alerts us to the potential presence of other 
exaggerations and partialities in her analysis. I like to think that these stem from the fact that, 
despite her questioning of the ethics of Sellars’ approach, she still bears the imprint of his 
embraces – however many there were – and can’t shake off a need to make/believe that 
they, ‘like his festival weren’t just a lie’, but rather ‘a speculative, performing fiction, a dream 
for a much more connected world’. 
 
Chair 
 
I used to work at the Institute of Contemporary Arts in London. We invited Peter Sellars to 
participate in an event called Incarcerated with Artaud and Genet. Patti Smith, Alexandro 
Jodorowsky, Fernando Arrabal and others were to help us explore the legacy of the thief and 
the druggie. In every case the headline ghosts seemed more significant than the artistic 
younger siblings. But in Sellars’ case it was a close run thing. Plato would not have feared 
Sellars. He was on glad-tiding-arrival apparently a specter, a conglomeration of well known 
effects, from the unfeasibly low buttoned shirt via the beads to the alarmed and alarming 
hair. But he was also so obviously himself that he had no apparent need for identity 
morphing. Yes he kissed the clerks, name checked the stub collectors, and derided the 
authorities, but in the end he was alone. He was at once the most absorbed and feted figure I 
had encountered while being simultaneously the loneliest poor bastard I could imagine. And I 
took that to be his honesty and his talent and his strange beauty. Others just thought it plain 
dishonesty. 
 
I introduce the final speaker as accurately as I can. 
 
Lies like Truth: Guerrilla Laments (Rebecca Caines) 
 
I don’t believe Andrew Filmer, and I don’t believe the performers he cited. Filmer described 
the choral work Lament, performed by A Chorus of Women in Australia’s New Parliament 
House in 2003, as a ‘lament for the dead and suffering of the coming [Iraq] war’, which 
sought ‘to appropriate aspects of the practice of women’s lamenting found in a number of 
‘traditional’ societies’. I contend Lament was a guerrilla performance before it was a ritual of 
mourning and that both the performers and Filmer knew this. Lament, was clearly linked to 
1960s and 70s protest forms including guerrilla theatre (Lesnick 1973). It was written 
specifically to dispute Australia’s involvement in the war; as emphasized by the decision to 
perform it in the foyer of the Parliament, immediately before then Prime Minister John 
Howard was scheduled to commit troops to the conflict. The lyrics also expressly ask for 
listeners to join in a communal, political response and evoke themes of peace and solidarity: 
 
We sing for peace through the power of love 
           Hear the wisdom of women, hear our song. (Cloughley and Clingan 2006) 
 
Lament was a guerrilla expression as it contained politically explicit references and was 
performed in public spaces without authorisation (Davis 1975). 
 
Guerrilla artists, however, are notoriously tricky. Filmer accepted that naming it a ‘lament’ 
allowed the organizers to confuse and delay security and the normal functioning of anti-
protest by-laws in the foyer: ‘It’s a lament, not a protest … you can’t argue with a lament’. 
Theorists in the 1960s and 70s controversially claimed these types of slippery negotiations 
with authority and the public as based in ‘a workable ethics of manipulation’ (Trueblood and 
Estrin 1969: 189).  Such deception remains contentious (Auslander 1989). 
 
These performers, however, seemed to believe their own lie, emphasising the communal 
affect of group expression over the obvious political content of the song. Filmer cited 
organizer Glenda Cloughley: 
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When I think of it, it still makes me cry …. So first there was the sound and then the 
realisation of what was happening to people who weren’t singing as well as the ones 
who were. There were people who I slowly realized weren’t amongst the singers who 
suddenly started crying. 
 
It was obviously important to Cloughley that the piece be remembered for its emotional effect 
not its intellectual directive. I wonder if the grieving was prompted by the fact that anti-war 
protest marches, bilateral opposition and negative opinion polls were failing to change the 
actions of the Australian government at this time. Were these women, so focussed in the 
lyrics on lamenting for Iraqi ‘sisters in danger’, actually weeping for the loss of their own 
connection to the political process, their own longing for justification and communion? 
 
Art critic Chloe Veltman states, ‘What I love about art is its way of messing with the truth -- of 
telling us what's really going on in the world through the medium of fiction’ (Veltman 2008). 
This is true of critical writing.  Filmer’s convincing mis-performance mis-directed us away 
from obvious understandings of the performance of Lament as protest song, towards a view 
of the piece as a different type of political expression, a ritual in a public site. The poignant 
evocation of this impromptu song, echoing through and disrupting these segregated spaces, 
worked to illustrate his discussion of political architecture as performative and performing. 
However, by side-stepping a discussion of the political content of the song, he was able to 
capture a compelling, and more honest picture of the facilitators of the project, as women 
who reached healing and reconciliation through performance rather than reducing them to 
their role as guerrillas. 
 
Chair 
 
Singing at last. Finally rapacious written text, silly old spoken word, gives way to the truth of 
song. In Oklahoma Billy is singing about something or other in Kansas being as ‘high as a 
building oughta go’, and sets off on a snaking, dancing movement across the stage. The 
singing stops for a moment to let the dance do its thing and I am struck by Plato again, rightly 
concerned about this double, duplicitous thing. He was wholly within his rights to kick the 
poets from the Republic on these grounds, fearful as he was of the sirens just eighty miles to 
the coast from the cave he had retreated to for reflection on illusion. But here (a government 
building in Australia) we have been operating at multiple levels until the singing begins. At 
which moment, the chaos stops, and we can listen, and differently now, and for the first time, 
for some people for whom the tonal range of the conference paper registers imperceptibly on 
their cortex. I hum along, honestly. 
 
(In)Conclusion (The panellists) 
 
Performing and misperforming lies across different cultural sites can be a productive – and, 
indeed, politicized – aspect of cultural performance, betraying accepted attitudes, ideas and 
structures of authority, and offering alternative visions. Here we have taken up the challenge 
of the lie – the challenge to read against the grain, against understanding, and against 
authority. We have misread a range of lying performances, and our own analyses of those 
lying performances, in order to imagine how things might be otherwise. That we have 
betrayed something of ourselves in the process is only appropriate.  
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